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Public investment policies in Europe 

 
Workshop organized by Sciences Po, Centre for European Studies and Comparative Politics 

(Axis Transformations of Capitalism) and XYZ,  
to be held September 6th and 7th 2021 at the CEE, Sciences Po Paris 

 
One of the characteristics of the recovery plans set up in 2020 by the various Member 

States and the European Union to respond to the economic consequences of the current health 
crisis is that, in addition to measures to support businesses and household consumption, they 
also include a strong emphasis on long-term public investment. Targeted at sectors considered 
strategic, these investments are expected to stimulate the future growth of European 
economies. Thus, out of the 130 billion of the German stimulus package, 50 billion is 
earmarked for "investments for the future and green technologies". In France, at least 30 
billion of the 100 billion provided for in the plan are also devoted to this type of spending. As 
for the European Commission, it intends to turn 750 billion of the European plan into an 
"investment plan for ecological and digital transition", making the granting of aid to member 
states conditional on these two objectives.  

This promotion of public investment does not originate from the current crisis. The 
Investment Plan for Europe (known as the Junker Plan) adopted by the Commission in 2015 - 
and renewed since then - or the announcements by the new president of the Commission for a 
"European Green Deal" in the fall of 2019 already corresponded to this logic. In France - a 
country known for its tradition of economic dirigisme as much as for its support for more 
flexible budgetary rules (Schmidt, 1996; Verdun, 2003) - this was also the case with the 
establishment after the 2008 crisis of the Future Investment Programs (PIA) and the Public 
Development Bank (BPI France). However, other EU member states had started promoting 
public investment as well, such as Germany, which, in the face of declining growth, has been 
showing signs of a shift in economic policy towards public investment over the past one to 
two years (Boutelet, 2019; Nienaber, 2019). In Belgium, the federal government and the 
governments of the federated entities agreed in 2016 on a "National Pact for Strategic 
Investments" based on the following strategic areas: mobility, energy, digital, health, 
education and security/justice. In the same vein, the newly installed federal government has a 
Secretary of State in charge of Recovery and Strategic Investments. In addition, to address the 
risk of "secular stagnation", international organizations such as the IMF and the OECD had 
also begun to advocate a revival of public investment from the mid-2010s, particularly for 
countries with "fiscal space" deemed sufficient for this purpose (Ban, 2015, Seabrooke et al. 
2015; Ban, Patenaude, 2018).  

This promotion of public investment breaks with the doctrine of strict budgetary 
orthodoxy and the doctrine of non-intervention by the State in the economy, which should be 
limited to the role of market regulator (Majone, 1997; Thatcher 2002). By encouraging public 
investment, one reaffirms the legitimacy of the State to finance certain economic actors to the 
detriment of others and thus to give direction to the economy. This role, presented as 
necessary to stimulate growth, involves using the leverage of fiscal policy and may even 
justify indebtedness. However, it seems that these investments do not take the form of post-
war investments, both from the point of view of the macroeconomic logic into which they fit 
and from the point of view of the instruments and modalities of their implementation 
(Mertens, Thiemann, Volberding, 2021). They rely much more on financial instruments such 
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as loans, guarantees or temporary equity investments than on direct grants (Mertens, 
Thiemann, 2019). They also involve private actors more in decision-making, particularly 
through public-private partnership and co-financing instruments (Vecchi, Hellowell, 2018; 
Piron, 2020). The institutions in charge of their implementation, such as public banks or 
agencies, generally have a certain degree of independence from the State themselves. Through 
these instruments, it seems that current investment policies are taking a form adapted to 
European competition rules and, more generally, to the neoliberal framework (Mertens, 
Thiemann, Volberding, 2021).  

 
The objective of this workshop is therefore to examine this (re)valorisation of public 

investments in Europe, the forms it takes and the logics it pursues. To this end, we would like 
to bring together works that empirically analyze how these investment policies are carried out 
thanks to sociological analyses of the actors involved, the interactions between them and the 
possible resistance they face. These case studies may focus on the investment strategy of a 
country as a whole or from more specific points of view: a sector (such as energy, research, 
digital), a territory (such as a region or a city potentially concerned by these policies), or 
specific institutions (such as public investment banks, administrations in charge of industrial 
policies at the national or local level, commercial banks, European institutions, etc.). They can 
take into account the entire policy making process, from policy formulation to 
implementation, or focus on one of its aspects. Finally, they may concern one or more 
European countries, European institutions, or even non-European countries if they can 
enlighten or serve as a counterpoint to the phenomena observed in Europe. 
 

Thanks to these surveys, we wish to explore the on-going transformations of the role 
of the State in the economy (Alami and Dixon, 2020) and the evolution of neoliberalism 
(Schmidt, Thatcher, 2013), the role of recent economic crises in this process, as well as the 
capacity of the State to steer the economy through these renewed investment modalities. 
 
 We plan to publish the contributions in a special issue for a journal such as the 
European Journal of Public Policy, New Political Economy, Comparative Political Studies or 
Competition & Change. 
 
 Proposals should be sent to the organizers at the following addresses by the 19th of 
March:  
d.piron@uclouvain.be 
matthias.thiemann@sciencespo.fr 
ulrike.lepont@gmail.com 
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